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FOREWORD
Séamus BOLAND (IE)
President, Civil Society Organisations’ Group

“This is a war 
on our energy, 
a war on our 
economy, a war 
on our values 
and a war on 
our future. This is 
about autocracy 
against demo-

cracy.” – European Commission President 
Ursula von der Leyen, 2022 State of the 
Union Address1

In these words, President von der 
Leyen captures the reality faced by 
all Europeans: a changed geopolitical 
context that is affecting many areas of our 
lives. It is a reality that has the possibility 
of challenging our way of life in a way 
not seen since World War II. And when 
coupled with the still unfinished COVID 
pandemic and the pressures of climate 
change, these challenges will require 
strong European political leadership. 

Some of this leadership was on show 
earlier this month in Ostrava, a city in 
the Czech Republic where our Group 
was fortunate to hold its extraordinary 
meeting2 during the Czech Presidency3 of 
the Council of the EU. My sincere thanks 
to the Czech delegation of our Group, 
Zuzana Brzobohatá, Jarmila Dubravská 
and Lukáš Curylo, for their commitment 
to make this event happen. 

Entitled ‘Reinventing the Moravian-
Silesian Region in search of a socially 
just transition’, the conference examined 
the challenges of transforming a region, 
which had been largely dependent on 
the coal and iron industry, to one capable 
of renewing its social and economic 
situation. We were presented with 
many examples of change but also the 
challenges still there to be overcome. 
Yet the urgency to accommodate these 
transformations cannot be over stated. 
Otherwise, we will have to manage 

enforced change, where there are no 
choices and only serious consequences. 
Already in the Moravian-Silesian Region 
there has been a substantial loss of 
population, because of the sudden end 
to coal mining. Many European regions 
face similar challenges in the transition to 
a low-carbon economy.

The result of such change is that civil 
society organisations are tasked with 
developing new ways of doing things. 
They need to support the transformation 
process. They are also expected to 
provide the much needed education 
of local communities. As we learned in 
Ostrava, civil society organisations are 
fearful that the speed of change will 
impoverish people and their families. Civil 
society organisations must also develop 
solutions and advocate their acceptance 
by regional and national authorities, 
or face the disenfranchisement of local 
communities.

In her State of the Union Address, 
President von der Leyen reminded us 
of the importance of European values. 
Values on which the Union was founded. 
If we really believe in these values, then 
we must seek to strengthen the Union. 
EU disunity and fragmentation will only 
benefit those who do not espouse these 
democratic values.

Séamus Boland

https://europa.eu/!FfpTp6
https://europa.eu/!FfpTp6
https://europa.eu/!8n9HyM
https://czech-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/en/
https://czech-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/en/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/ov/SPEECH_22_5493
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/ov/SPEECH_22_5493
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/reinventing-moravian-silesian-region-search-socially-just-transition
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/reinventing-moravian-silesian-region-search-socially-just-transition
https://czech-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/en/
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THE EU IN A CHANGED GEOPOLITICAL CONTEXT
Bottom–up approaches are crucial in the current geopolitical context

Rudolf KOLBE (AT)
Vi ce - Pre s i d e n t,  
Civil Society  
O r g a n i s a t i o n s ’ 
Group
President, Austrian 
Federal Conference 

of the Liberal Professions
President, Austrian Federal Chamber of 
Architects and Chartered Engineers

The Chinese use two brush strokes 
to write the word ‘crisis’. One brush 
stroke stands for danger, the other for 
opportunity. The Russian war, with its 
catastrophic impact on people’s lives, on 
Europe and on the world, which has – on 
the other hand – also hugely accelerated 
the use and implementation of 
alternative energy solutions in 
several European countries, is a bitter 
example of what underlies these two 
brush strokes for crisis.

After COVID-19, and with climate 
problems becoming increasingly 
urgent and obvious, Russia’s 
aggression against Ukraine has 
triggered a fundamental reassessment 
of the geopolitical situation, economic 
relations and dependence in our 
globalised economy, but also of values 
and priorities.

Our world is becoming more 
unpredictable, which is intimidating, 
but this also unleashes completely 
new ways of thinking and acting that 
could overcome outdated societal 
and political patterns that have not 
proven useful. Civil society – and 
young people in particular, as Fridays 
for Future has impressively shown – is 
becoming more and more active, with 
different approaches for saving and 
improving our future. Only by picking 
up these threads will the EU be able to 

make use of the opportunities on the 
other side of the crisis.  

As things stand at present, there are still 
too many EU policy activities that 
only reach a small part of civil society. 
Neither does public consultation 
provide the much-needed bottom-
up approaches. But our most urgent 
problems – emerging from the climate 
crisis to re-establish a fair and peaceful 
world – require political approaches, 
with which people in Europe can 
actively and passionately identify.

It is the responsibility of civil society 
organisations to make such bottom-
up approaches work and to provide 
the missing link between people and 
policy. The EESC will support them in 
the best possible way and ensure their 
views are heard.

How the EU must evolve in the face of increasing energy and climate 
insecurity

Ioannis  
VARDAKASTANIS (EL)
Vice - Pre s i d e n t , 
Civil Society  
O r g a n i s a t i o n s ’ 
Group
President, Greek 

National Confederation of Disabled 
People (NCDP)
President, European Disability Forum
President, International Disability Alli-
ance (IDA)
Member, Economic and Social Council 
of Greece (OKE)
Member, Greek National Commission of 
Human Rights (EEDA)

The EU is faced not only with geopolitical 
changes in neighbouring countries, 
but also with the threat of our planet’s 
ever-changing climate. These changes 
together have created a perfect storm. 
The EU must simultaneously face the 

urgent issue of energy precarity and 
commit to reducing greenhouse gases.

The EU finds itself in a catch-22 situation. 
There is a pressing need to find an 
alternative to Russian gas supplies, 
yet the continent is experiencing 
increasing devastation from climate 
change and natural disasters. It 
therefore needs to urgently invest 
in energy autonomy, but not just 
any kind of energy and not at any cost. 
The EU needs to balance the speed 

of its response with its commitment 
to green and sustainable energy 
production, knowing that whatever 
investments it makes now are likely to 
determine the way energy is produced 
for decades to come. 

Despite the fear in the hearts of many 
Europeans as winter approaches and 
countless households debate whether 
they can afford to warm their homes, 
in the long run this could provide the 
EU with an opportunity to shine. The 
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EU is already a leader in renewable 
energy production, and now we have 
the motivation to roll this out as the 
predominant source of power in the 
EU Member States. The soaring cost of 
living, particularly because of energy 
costs, should also be a motivation for 
national governments to support 
their citizens in installing renewable 
energy-producing devices (such as 
solar panels) in private dwellings 

and improving the insulation of the 
housing stock. The current energy 
crisis might just help us meet our 

climate commitments after all, 
but only if governments make the 
necessary investments to do so.

Ioannis VARDAKASTANIS was the co-rapporteur for the EESC opinion 
REX/5501 on Geopolitical impact of energy transition and rapporteur 
for the EESC opinions ECO/5832 on Climate Adjustment Fund financed 
by Cohesion and NextGenerationEu (NGEU) and SOC/7173 on Tackling 
energy poverty and the EU’s resilience: challenges from an economic and 
social perspective.

Role of civil society upholding the human rights of refugees and 
other migrants in a changing geopolitical context: Have the EU’s 
values changed?

Lina VOSYLIŪTĖ
Research Fellow, 
Rights and Security 
Programme, CEPS4

Civil society plays 
a crucial role in 
upholding core 

EU values at all times, even more so 
when those times are testing our 
shared humanity. It is a humanitarian 
imperative that when people are 
fleeing violent conflicts civil society 
needs to be supported and at the 
very least not obstructed. The EU’s 
response to the war in Ukraine 
gives hope and raises important 
questions.

First of all, civil society (whether 
organised or not) is key for 
protecting fundamental rights and 
providing humanitarian assistance 
to all refugees and migrants, 
regardless of race, ethnicity, gender 
or other grounds. Secondly, civil 
society witness what is happening 
on the ground, for instance at EU 
borders and in refugee camps, 
they monitor how EU and national 
policies are impacting refugees 
and other migrants, as well as 
local communities. Civil society 
organisations and volunteers 
provide evidence that is crucial for 
democratic accountability, such 

as on whether these policies and 
practices are efficient, effective 
and in compliance with EU and 
international law. Thirdly, they also 
point out structural and systematic 
breaches of EU values and rule of 
law standards. For example, when 
domestic justice systems become 
politicised and do not properly 
investigate pushbacks at EU 
borders5. 

Critical civil society organisations, 
journalists and other human rights 
defenders are the ones of the EU’s 
conscience in the darkest moments. 
They remind us that the Geneva 
1951 convention6 is not subject 
to a government’s will, but an 
international law obligation that 
legitimises the sovereign, who is 
ruling a state.

In my research, I have been struck by 
how those upholding international 
human rights and humanitarian 
law, filling in the (un)intentional 
gaps left by governments, were 
quickly labelled as potential ‘migrant 
smugglers’. We have argued that 
the criminalisation and policing 
of humanitarianism7 such as SAR 
operations5 in the Mediterranean or 
operations providing blankets in the 
Alps or medical and legal assistance 
at EU borders, cannot be taken 

lightly. 

Human rights, as well as EU values, 
are interrelated, interdependent and 
mutually reinforcing. In the words 
of Benjamin Franklin, “Those who 
would give up essential Liberty, to 
purchase a little bit of temporary 
Safety, deserve neither Liberty 
nor Safety”. Critical civil society 
organisations, journalists and 
volunteers who speak out, protest 
and organise are acting as human 
rights defenders inside the EU8. 
Along with independent courts, 
they uphold fundamental rights, 
democratic accountability and the 
rule of law. That benefits all of society 
when the next issue is corruption or 
abuse of power.

The response to people fleeing the 
war in Ukraine presents a refreshing 

Lina Vosyliūtė 

1. EESC opinion REX/550, https://europa.
eu/!vxNtwQ
2. EESC opinion ECO/583, https://europa.
eu/!9jDwP4
3. EESC opinion SOC/717, https://europa.
eu/!cJdvFQ
4. Founded in Brussels in 1983, CEPS is a leading 
think tank and forum for debate on EU affairs, 
ranking among the top think tanks in Europe. More 
information: https://www.ceps.eu/
5. CEPS, Pushbacks and lack of accountability at 
the Greek-Turkish borders, https://www.ceps.
eu/ceps-publications/pushbacks-and-lack-of-
accountability-at-the-greek-turkish-borders/
6. UNHCR, 1951 Refugee Convention, https://www.
unhcr.org/1951-refugee-convention.html
7. CEPS, Policing Humanitarianism, https://
w w w.ceps.eu/ceps-publ icat ions/pol ic ing-
humanitarianism/
8. Search and rescue operations

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/geopolitical-impact-energy-transition
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/climate-adjustment-fund-financed-cohesion-and-ngeu
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/tackling-energy-poverty-and-eus-resilience-challenges-economic-and-social-perspective
https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/pushbacks-and-lack-of-accountability-at-the-greek-turkish-borders/
https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/pushbacks-and-lack-of-accountability-at-the-greek-turkish-borders/
https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/pushbacks-and-lack-of-accountability-at-the-greek-turkish-borders/
https://www.unhcr.org/1951-refugee-convention.html
https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/policing-humanitarianism/
https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/policing-humanitarianism/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/IPOL_STU(2020)659660
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/IPOL_STU(2020)659660
https://europa.eu/!vxNtwQ
https://europa.eu/!vxNtwQ
https://europa.eu/!9jDwP4
https://europa.eu/!9jDwP4
https://europa.eu/!cJdvFQ
https://europa.eu/!cJdvFQ
https://www.ceps.eu/
https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/pushbacks-and-lack-of-accountability-at-the-greek-turkish-borders/
https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/pushbacks-and-lack-of-accountability-at-the-greek-turkish-borders/
https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/pushbacks-and-lack-of-accountability-at-the-greek-turkish-borders/
https://www.unhcr.org/1951-refugee-convention.html
https://www.unhcr.org/1951-refugee-convention.html
https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/policing-humanitarianism/
https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/policing-humanitarianism/
https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/policing-humanitarianism/
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1. UNHCR, Global Compact on Refugees, https://
www.unhcr.org/en-in/the-global-compact-on-
refugees.html
2. UN, Global Compact for Migration, https://www.
un.org/en/migration2022/global-compact-for-
migration
3. UN, Secretary-General’s remarks, https://www.
un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2022-09-29/
secretary-generals-remarks-russian-decision-
annexation-of-ukrainian-territory-delivered
4. Services of general interest are services that public 
authorities of the EU Member States classify as being 
of general interest and, therefore, subject to specific 
public service obligations. They can be provided 
either by the State or by the private sector. Examples 
of services of general interest include: public 
transport, postal services, and healthcare.

Krzysztof Balon © EESC

© E.Va, Shutterstock

example. Civil society was not 
obstructed, but was enabled to 
respond to human needs, for the 
first time enacting the ‘whole-of-
society approach’ that was set out 
in the Global Compact on Refugees1 

and Global Compact for Migration2. 

Civil society and local authorities 
mobilised thousands of other 
citizens to volunteer, open their 
homes and respond to the human 
needs of 7.5 million in a way that 

surpassed any expectations. What if 
this were to become the European 
way of dealing with all people 
fleeing all conflicts? 

I bet we would not be talking 
about how to protect EU borders 
from people fleeing wars in very 
military terms. We would think 
not of the pool of 10 000 border 
guards, but rather of a pool of 10 
000 asylum officers, social workers 
and medics to respond to human 
needs. We would be preoccupied 
with the integration and inclusion 
of newcomers, labour rights for all, 
development cooperation and the 
rebuilding of countries after conflict 
– so that those who want to, have 
somewhere to go back to.

© POZNAN, POL - MAR 12, 2022: Document checkpoint at humanitarian aid for Ukraine organised by civil society in Poland after 
Russian invasion on Ukraine in 2022, Shutterstock

Ukrainian civil society needs our support

Krzysztof Stanislaw 
BALON (PL)
S e c r e t a r y ,  
P r o g r a m m i n g 
Committee, Work-
ing Community 
of Associations of 

Social Organisations (WRZOS)

The Russian aggression against 
Ukraine has transformed the entire 
geopolitical landscape and the 
situation is getting even worse. To put 
it in the words of UN Secretary-General 
António Guterres: The annexation 
of the Ukrainian territories by 
Russia, “stands against everything 
the international community is 
meant to stand for”, “has no place in 
the modern world” and “will prolong 
the dramatic impacts on the global 

economy”3. All this applies even more 
to the European Union.

Yet it happened. As civil society 
organisations (CSOs) we feel 
responsible for our Ukrainian partners 
and are asking ourselves, how we can 
support Ukraine as a future EU 
Member State (and essentially as a 
European society already) throughout 
this war.

It seems obvious that even before the 
final victory over Putin’s imperialism, it 
will be necessary to support Ukrainian 
CSOs on their path to European 
integration. To consider for instance 
a special training programme 
for Ukrainian civil society 
representatives, financed by the 
EU budget in the area of cooperation 
between public authorities and civil 
society, possibly in common planning 
and providing essential Services of 
General Interest4, – in other words 
– one of the most important areas 
of participative democracy. This 
programme could be developed 
jointly by the EESC, the Committee 

of the Regions, Ukrainian CSOs and 
Ukrainian municipalities. It could be 
based on already existing contacts 
between CSOs from the Member 
States and Ukraine, as well as on new 
connections, which could be set up 
with the help of the NGO “Promote 
Ukraine”, which the EESC supports by 
allowing it to use part of its premises 
and logistical equipment.

Looking at the current situation with 
regard to the war, some might say that 
such an idea is somewhat utopian. 
But: “If not us, who? And if not now, 
when?” Let’s take our responsibility 
seriously. Let’s act together.

https://www.unhcr.org/en-in/the-global-compact-on-refugees.html
https://www.unhcr.org/en-in/the-global-compact-on-refugees.html
https://www.unhcr.org/en-in/the-global-compact-on-refugees.html
https://www.un.org/en/migration2022/global-compact-for-migration
https://www.un.org/en/migration2022/global-compact-for-migration
https://www.un.org/en/migration2022/global-compact-for-migration
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2022-09-29/secretary-generals-remarks-russian-decision-annexation-of-ukrainian-territory-delivered
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2022-09-29/secretary-generals-remarks-russian-decision-annexation-of-ukrainian-territory-delivered
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2022-09-29/secretary-generals-remarks-russian-decision-annexation-of-ukrainian-territory-delivered
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2022-09-29/secretary-generals-remarks-russian-decision-annexation-of-ukrainian-territory-delivered
https://www.unhcr.org/en-in/the-global-compact-on-refugees.html
https://www.un.org/en/migration2022/global-compact-for-migration
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1. European Commission, press release, https://
europa.eu/!4DWJYw
2. European Union, European Year of Youth 2022, 
https://youth.europa.eu/year-of-youth_en
3. EESC opinion SOC/706, https://europa.eu/!qvtBwn
4. EESC opinion SOC/589, https://europa.eu/!JJ68dC
5. EESC opinion SOC/728, https://europa.
eu/!bqQvMQ
6. EESC opinion SOC/647, https://europa.eu/!KP99ux
7. EESC opinion NAT/788, https://europa.eu/!gf69yP
8. EESC opinion REX/553, https://europa.eu/!qrbJMY

Civil society organisations should deliver outside the EU borders with 
partnerships

Michael  
Mc LOUGHLIN (IE)
Head of Advocacy 
and Communica-
tions, Youth Work 
Ireland

The European 
Commission has just launched its 
first Youth Action Plan in EU External 
Action1 to strengthen engagement 
with young people worldwide. This 
is a significant development and the 
EESC will be preparing an opinion 
on the topic. The EESC has been very 
active in the field of youth, particularly 
during this year’s European Year of 
Youth2. In its opinion3 on the Year 
of Youth it called for the year to be 
marked by significant progress on all 
policy fronts relating to youth and 
young people. The Committee has 
similarly produced opinions on the 
new EU Youth Policy4, the EU Youth 
Test5, the EU Youth Guarantee6, Youth 
and Climate Change7 and Youth in the 
Western Balkans8 to mention just a 
few.

The EESC is thus 
well placed to 
feed into the 
thinking of 
the European 
External Action 
Service (EEAS) 
and the relevant 
D i r e c t o r a t e s 
General on this 
topic. Alongside 
the work on 
the opinion there is great scope and 
potential in harnessing and deploying 
the strengths of the EESC’s EU 
youth policies and approaches to 
external relations. There are clear 
geographic and thematic fields for 
EESC external relations, all of which 
offer huge potential to enhance the 
outcomes for the critical work in this 
field. 

On a personal level I have seen the 
work with young people in refugee 
camps and communities relating 
to the conflict in Syria and more 
recently how youth organisations 

have responded to the Ukrainian 
crisis. Civil society organisations have 
an immense role to play and whatever 
we, the civil society representatives 
and organisations, can deliver inside 
the EU we should aim to deliver 
in partnership outside the EU’s 
borders. For refugees, those facing 
the challenges of education, housing 
and security we have examples of 
good practice in the EU, many of 
which have been delivered by civil 
society organisations. These must 
be harnessed for those most in need 
around the world.

Civil society organisations must join forces against authoritarianism

Christian MOOS (DE)
Divisional Direc-
tor, European 
and International  
Affairs, German 
Civil Servants  
Association (dbb)

Secretary-General, Europa-Union Ger-
many
Board Member, European Movement 
Germany (EBD)

Foreign affairs and European politics 
have for a long time seemed to 
have little to do with each other. 
Geopolitics, a term that had been 
out of fashion for many decades, has 
returned by force. The European Union 
is facing the existential threat of the 
Russian onslaught against Ukraine, a 
country that belongs to Europe and 

has accordingly received candidate 
status. The brave Ukrainians are not 
only fighting for their existence, they 
are also fighting for the European way 
of life and Europe’s freedom.

Therefore, they deserve all the support 
the EU and its Member States can 
give. This conflict is about our 
freedom. It is about the menace of 
authoritarianism, fuelled not only 
by Russia but also by China, by Turkey 
and by some governments inside the 
European Union.

European civil society must take an 
active part in this conflict. It cannot 
be neutral. Civil society has been 
rightfully complaining for many years 
about shrinking civic spaces. However, 
in the light of culminating multiple 

crises, this is no longer enough. 
Presenting ourselves as victims will 
make us even more vulnerable. Civil 
society organisations must join forces 
and become more resilient against 
the attempts on their independence, 
without which there cannot be 
democracy and the rule of law.

The EESC is in a good position to 
strengthen existing networks because 
it represents important civil society 
organisations and is a strong pillar in 

https://europa.eu/!4DWJYw
https://europa.eu/!4DWJYw
https://youth.europa.eu/year-of-youth_en
https://europa.eu/!qvtBwn
https://europa.eu/!JJ68dC
https://europa.eu/!bqQvMQ
https://europa.eu/!bqQvMQ
https://europa.eu/!KP99ux
https://europa.eu/!gf69yP
https://europa.eu/!qrbJMY
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_22_5884
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_22_5884
https://youth.europa.eu/year-of-youth_en
https://youth.europa.eu/year-of-youth_en
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/european-year-youth-2022
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/new-european-union-youth-strategy-communication
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/eu-youth-test
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/eu-youth-test
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/reinforcing-youth-guarantee
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/towards-structured-youth-engagement-climate-and-sustainability-eu-decision-making-process-own-initiative-opinion
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/towards-structured-youth-engagement-climate-and-sustainability-eu-decision-making-process-own-initiative-opinion
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/youth-policy-western-balkans-part-innovation-agenda-western-balkans
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/youth-policy-western-balkans-part-innovation-agenda-western-balkans
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the social partners’ organisations.

Where civil society is under attack, 
workers’ rights and entrepreneurial 
freedom are also in danger. 
Authoritarianism is incompatible 

with a free social market economy. 
Trade unions can mobilise 
workers, employers can mobilise 
funds. Together with civil society 
organisations advocating civil liberties 

and human rights, they can make a 
real difference.

It is time to raise our heads and keep a 
stiff upper lip.

The European Union in times of multiple crises

Justyna Kalina 
OCHĘDZAN (PL)
P r e s i d e n t ,  
Greater Poland 
C o o r d i n a t i n g 
Council – Union 
of Non-govern-

mental Organisations

Many years ago, nations came 
together to form a union out of 
a desire to control resources and 
maximise economic growth. Now, as 
well as focusing on money and profit, 
our Union also promotes values and 
fundamental rights. We have the 
European Pillar of Social Rights1 as 
our pathway to welfare. Nonetheless, 
there is still an imbalance between 
these two - money and values.

The first European war in the 21st 
century changed many things. Lack 
of solidarity because of business and 
contracts divided the EU Member 
States. The threat of gas being cut 
off united us once again as a union, 
and we remembered why we chose 
to be together. What emotions and 
challenges are at play in this process? 
Fear, which has led more than 10 million 
people to leave their country. Solidarity, 
shown in the EU communities, including 
with the man in the street. High prices, 
sometimes speculated.

What else? Each of us could write our 
own story.

Crises have become the norm in the 
21st century. Protective Europe focused 
on the green and digital transition, but 

in the meantime, migration exploded. 
The gender balance mindset, which 
was so lacking a few years ago, has 
now become an obligation because 
of millions of women refugees fleeing 
with children from Ukraine. The 
stereotype of a migrant as a working 
man has changed to a working mother.

We need intelligent changes to 
both national and European social and 
migration policies, so that we can be 
flexible enough to react to successive 
crises that may not be predictable but 
will surely come.

What is the EU’s image in the world 
at the moment? Protective, for sure, 
because of sound social policy and 
the labour market. But is it enough for 
times of ongoing crises?

WHAT IS EESC OPINION REX/548 ALL ABOUT?
An interview with Luca Jahier, rapporteur for the EESC opinion 
REX/5482 on Cultural diplomacy as a vector of EU external relations. New 
partnerships and role of civil society organisations

Luca JAHIER (IT)
Journalist, political analyst, expert in the field of associations, social advancement and the third sector 
– international relations department of the Christian Associations of Italian Workers (ACLI)

Why did you suggest issuing an own-initiative opinion on this topic? Why is this topic 
relevant and important?

The main reasons 
for drawing up this opinion are 
summarised in the opening 
paragraph and I quote: “Culture 
is inclusive. Culture is a form of 
capital that enables us to illuminate 
both our path in Europe and the 
image we project across the world. 
At a time when war has returned 

to the European continent, with 
devastating destruction, tearing 
apart human lives and places, we 
need cultural relations to be more 
than ever a tool for dialogue, peace 
and the future. Making it a key and 
strategic vehicle of the European 
Union’s foreign policy, as repeatedly 
called for in many documents and 

important initiatives over the last 
17 years, must now become a real 
priority”. 

Luca Jahier © EESC

1. European Commission, European Pillar of Social 
Rights, https://europa.eu/!uV48pD
2. The opinion will be presented and put to the 
vote at the October plenary session in 2022, 
https://europa.eu/!6dwbpb

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/jobs-growth-and-investment/european-pillar-social-rights_en
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/cultural-diplomacy-vector-eu-external-relations-new-partnerships-and-role-cso
https://europa.eu/!uV48pD
https://europa.eu/!6dwbpb
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1.  European Parliament, Gender Equality Week 2022, 
https://europa.eu/!bDXf8j 

What are the three main findings of the draft opinion?

Culture as an instrument of the 
European Union’s foreign policy, 
which seeks to step up the interplay 
between cultural diversity, human 
rights and social and economic 
cohesion and is based on the cultural 
and creative industries as a driving 
force for growth, has long been on the 
agenda of the European institutions. 

Over the last 17 years, a wide range of 
guidelines, proposals and decisions 
have been developed, along with 
the consensus that now recognises 
culture as a vehicle of identity- 
and cohesion-building, a driver 
of socio-economic development 
and a substantial factor in peace-
building, including people-to-

people cooperation (involving civil 
society organisations, universities, 
cultural centres, museums, cities and 
other intermediary organisations). 
However, the problem is that many 
valuable measures are fragmented, 
with  no overall visibility and no 
tangible strategic vision.

What are your three main recommendations and proposals? 

We need an effective and fully 
fledged EU strategic action plan if 
culture is to be a crucial vector of EU 
external relations. This action plan 
should include core pilot projects in 
priority regions, such as the Balkans, 
the Mediterranean and the Middle 
East, Africa and Ukraine. It must aim to 

protect, restore and rebuild heritage 
in areas hit by natural disasters, crises 
and conflicts, and set up both an EU 
platform of international cultural 
relations, including all stakeholders, 
and a solid dedicated structure 
within the European External Action 
Service (EEAS) centred around 

an EU Special Envoy for Cultural 
Relations. This structure should 
develop a general policy, have the 
necessary budget and be capable of 
networking with the Member States 
and various organisations. 

What comes after the opinion has been adopted by the EESC plenary?

The next steps will be to share this 
opinion with as many institutional 
(EU, national or international) and 
civil society actors as possible, as 
we started doing at the preparatory 
hearing. We also need to build a 

consensus on this proposal involving 
the European Parliament, the 
European Commission, the Council 
and the EEAS and to advocate for the 
action plan I mentioned earlier.

Read the opinion REX/548 at: 
https://europa.eu/!6dwbpb

COMMENTS ON CURRENT AFFAIRS
The EU must study and address the structural, intersectional and systemic 
dimensions of inequalities

Statement for the European 
Parliament’s  Gender Equality 
Week 20221

Dovilė JUODKAITĖ (LT)
Representative, Lithuania’s Forum of 
Disability Organisations

Human dignity, freedom, equality 
and solidarity are indivisible, universal 
principals that the European Union is 
founded on. However, the principle 
of equality before the law is not 
a reality for everyone. Specific 
groups continue to face historically 
established discriminatory attitudes, 

stereotypes and 
objective barriers 
to inclusion 
and equal 
participation.

Persons with 
d i s a b i l i t i e s , 

and in particular women with 
disabilities, is one of the groups who 
feel discriminated against in everyday 
areas and issues such as employment, 
education and housing. According to 
Eurostat’s 2019 survey 68% of people 
with disabilities were at risk of poverty 
or social exclusion, compared to 28.4% 

of the general population.

Gender-related inequalities add 
to the forms of inequality. Even though 
women with disabilities constitute 
25.9% of the total population of 
women in the EU and 60% of the 
more than 100 million persons with 
disabilities, they face multiple and 
intersectional discrimination in 
all areas of life, including socio-
economic disadvantages, low rates 
of employment, high rates of poverty 

https://europa.eu/!bDXf8j
https://europa.eu/!6dwbpb
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EESC activities: https://europa.eu/!nGr9N3

Inaugural session © Moravian-Silesian Region

1. EIGE, Gender Equality Index 2021, https://eige.
europa.eu/gender-equality-index/2021
2. EESC, conference 11/10/2022, https://europa.
eu/!8n9HyM
3. Czech Presidency, https://czech-presidency.
consilium.europa.eu/en/
4. European Commission, A European Green Deal, 
https://europa.eu/!Tr74bn

and increased risk of violence and 
abuse. According to the Gender 
Equality Index 20211, only 20% of 
women with disabilities are in full time 
employment, compared to 29% of 
men with disabilities, 48% of women 
without disabilities and 64% of men 
without disabilities. Studies show that 
women with disabilities are two to five 
times more likely to face violence 
than other women, while 34% of 
them have experienced physical or 
sexual violence from a partner in their 

lifetime.

Among the many barriers, the 
causes behind all these inequalities 
are multi-faceted: lower education 
and training levels, stigma and 
discrimination, sectoral segregation 
and/or dependence on the immediate 
environment without proper support 
for independent living, etc.

To ensure that no woman is left 
behind, the EU and the Member 
States must gather desegregated 

data, analyse and address the 
structural, intersectional and systemic 
dimensions of inequalities and 
implement very concrete measures 
and actions to ensure that equality 
becomes real for everyone in practice.

NEWS FROM THE GROUP
There will be no just transition to low-carbon societies without civil  
society involvement

Academia, local civil society 
organisations, representatives of 
regional and national authorities and 
Members of the European Economic 
and Social Committee (EESC) met 
at a conference in Dolni Vikovice, a 
former industrial area for coal mining 
and steel production in Ostrava, on 
11 October 2022. The conference on 
Reinventing the Moravian-Silesian 
Region in search of a socially just 
transition2 was organised by the 
EESC’s Civil Society Organisations’ 
Group as part of the Czech Presidency 
of the Council of the EU3. 

Opening the conference, Séamus 
Boland, president of the EESC’s 
Civil Society Organisations’ Group, 
stressed the need and urgency for 
a just transition to climate neutral 
economies and for civil society actors 
to ensure that nobody was left behind. 
He said: “The European Green Deal4 
and the EU digital transition are inter-
dependent and central to the EU’s 
strategy of geostrategic autonomy 
from Russia. But we need to shrink 
this big strategic vision of the EU to 
the local level. Because nothing will 
be achieved without getting on 
board local communities and 
civil society organisations. We 

must directly involve them in bottom-
up processes, jointly developing 
creative and sustainable solutions for 
a sustainable future.”

Mr Boland recognised the significant 
efforts made in the Moravian-
Silesian region to transform itself to 
a sustainable and low-carbon region. 
He also emphasised the identity 
challenge stemming from the 
transformation of the steel heart of 
the Czech Republic into a low carbon 
economy. The process would clearly 
entail a reinvention of the local 
identity.

EESC president Christa Schweng 
suggested sharing knowledge 
across industries and sectors and 

learning from examples such as 
the Moravian-Silesian region: “We 
need to incentivise sharing of good 
practice and experiences in successful 
just transitions.” Ms Schweng stressed 
the need to provide adequate answers 
to the impact of the transformation 
process on people and businesses, 
particularly SMEs, and especially in the 
context of current crises. Societies and 
businesses needed a green transition 
at a pace they were able to follow.

https://europa.eu/!nGr9N3
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index/2021
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index/2021
https://europa.eu/!8n9HyM
https://europa.eu/!8n9HyM
https://czech-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/en/
https://czech-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/en/
https://europa.eu/!Tr74bn
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index/2021
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index/2021
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/reinventing-moravian-silesian-region-search-socially-just-transition
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/reinventing-moravian-silesian-region-search-socially-just-transition
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/reinventing-moravian-silesian-region-search-socially-just-transition
https://czech-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/en/
https://czech-presidency.consilium.europa.eu/en/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
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1. EESC, conference 11/10/2022, https://europa.
eu/!8n9HyM
2. European Commission, press release, https://
europa.eu/!mGmnMX
3. African, Caribbean and Pacific States
4. European Commission, EPAs, https://europa.
eu/!XNHgbM
5. CESEC, http://www.lecesec.ci/accueil/institution/3
6. International Labour Organization, https://www.
ilo.org/global/lang--en/index.htm
7. Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations, https://www.fao.org/home/en

Anna Hubáčková, Minister for the 
Environment of the Czech Republic, 
said that the just transition should be 
a gradual step-by-step process 
during which the States create just 
conditions. “The transformation of 
coal mining regions is one of the big 
challenges of the Czech Republic and 
elsewhere. We realise the social aspects, 
especially in the most vulnerable 
regions, including the Moravian-Silesian 
region. The green and digital transition 
must not mean another blow to the 
region. It must be an opportunity and a 
challenge.” We would need to look into 
solutions for how to retain people in the 
region, how to create jobs for them and 
how to change the industrial structure. 

The new just transition programme 
could help to address these issues.

Discussions focused on the economic, 
social and environmental factors of the 
transformation process. Participants 
considered identifying specific and 
targeted actions, such as adapted 
life-long learning, re-training 
and upskilling opportunities as 
key elements. Substantial long-term 
investment in the education sector 
and in economic diversification would 
also be of crucial importance.

The role of funding for small projects 
and social services, synergies and the 
development of infrastructure (such 
as high-speed internet) for innovation, 
development and social cohesion, 
was highlighted. Purely economic 
instruments could not guarantee a 
fully successful transition, in view of 
demographic challenges for instance.

Vladimír Špidla, director of Masaryk 

Democratic Academy, former Prime 
Minister of the Czech Republic and 
former European Commissioner, also 
spoke about the social dimension 
of the transition process. He said: “Any 
restructuring of a large region is a 
major undertaking, often fraught with 
conflict. Its success often depends on 
our capacity for dialogue.”

Lukáš Curylo, Deputy Governor of 
the Moravian-Silesian Region and 
Member of the CSO Group, closed 
the conference by underlining: “The 
transformation is multidisciplinary. It 
concerns industry, environment and 
social aspects as well as social dialogue 
and non-profit organisations and their 
role in this process. Across Europe we 
have similar problems and we need to 
address them together.”

The conclusions and recommen-
dations of the conference will be 
published on the event page1.

MEMBERS IN THE SPOTLIGHT
EESC meets Ivorian civil society

Marie Josiane  
WILLEMS (LU)
Director, 
Agricultural 
Operators 
Association of 
Luxembourg (CPL)

The new Post-Cotonou Agreement2 
between the EU and the ACP3 countries, 
the Economic Partnership Agreements 
(EPAs4) and the possible creation of a joint 
EU-Côte d’Ivoire platform to ensure civil 
society involvement in implementing 
the EPAs within institutional 
mechanisms; these issues underpinned 
the mission carried out by an EESC 
delegation to Côte d’Ivoire in early 
May. Josiane Willems, Member of the 
EESC’s Civil Society Organisations Group, 
took part in the mission.

The meeting with no less than 39 civil 
society organisations, including 

employers’ organisations and trade 
unions, allowed for a discussion that 
was both rich and enriching, providing 
a very good overview of the aspirations 
of Ivorian civil society, and of its fears 
and reservations. A discussion with 
CESEC5 (the Ivorian Economic, Social, 
Environmental and Cultural Council), 
the EU Ambassador to Côte  d’Ivoire, 
and representatives of the ILO6 and 
the FAO7 complemented this mission.

Côte d’Ivoire has a diverse, vibrant 
and committed civil society, but 
there is a considerable need for 
information and funding to 
build capacity and expertise, and for 
incentives and support to develop an 
inclusive, politically independent and 
collaborative approach.

The EESC mission certainly raised 
awareness of the EPA issue and created 
new impetus among Ivorian civil society 

stakeholders. It is therefore to be hoped 
that the various stakeholders will be 
properly involved in the dialogue on the 
implementation of the EPAs in order to 
make their voices heard and to assert 
their aspirations, as well as their needs.

“It is now up to us to send a strong 
message to the European Commission, 
to our political leaders and to the 
governments of the ACP countries 
to involve civil society effectively and 
fully in the political dialogue under 
the new partnership agreements”, said 
Josiane Willems following the mission.

https://europa.eu/!8n9HyM
https://europa.eu/!8n9HyM
https://europa.eu/!mGmnMX
https://europa.eu/!mGmnMX
https://europa.eu/!XNHgbM
https://europa.eu/!XNHgbM
http://www.lecesec.ci/accueil/institution/3
https://www.ilo.org/global/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.fao.org/home/en
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/reinventing-moravian-silesian-region-search-socially-just-transition
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_2291
https://trade.ec.europa.eu/access-to-markets/en/content/economic-partnership-agreements-epas
http://www.lecesec.ci/accueil/institution/3
https://www.ilo.org/global/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.fao.org/home/en
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1. ONCE Social Group, https://www.once.es/grupo-
social-once
2. Spanish Confederation of Social Economy 
Enterprises, https://www.cepes.es/?lng=en
3. MCESD, https://mcesd.gov.mt/

Disability must feature on the policy agendas of the Members States and 
the EU 

Miguel Ángel CABRA DE LUNA (ES)
Member of the Board of Directors and 
President of the International Relations 
Commission, Spanish Confederation of 
Social Economy Enterprises (CEPES)

On 6 September, a large delegation 
from the ONCE Social Group1, led by 
its president, Miguel Carballeda, 
travelled to Brussels to hold a series 
of meetings with representatives of 
the institutions to raise awareness of 
its social inclusion model. The event 
took place at the headquarters of 
the European Economic and Social 
Committee (EESC), where guests 
were welcomed on behalf of the 
institution by Miguel Ángel Cabra 
de Luna, Member of the Civil Society 
Organisations Group, representing 
CEPES2, and Isabel Caño, Member of 
the Workers’ Group, representing the 
Spanish General Workers’ Union (UGT).

The event was divided into two working 
seminars. Firstly, a meeting was held 
with the representatives of the Spanish 
Autonomous Communities in Brussels, 
including a round table attended by 
Marta Romo, Head of the Brussels 
Office of the La Rioja Region, which 
holds the rotating presidency of the 
Spanish delegation of the Committee 
of the Regions, and Leticia Casañ, 
Head of the Delegation of the 
Valencian Community in Brussels and 
coordinator of the Spanish regional 
offices in Brussels. This first meeting 

was aimed at seeking out synergies 
and new forms of regional 
cooperation on disability issues.

On the same afternoon, a meeting 
took place with Spain’s Ambassador 
to Belgium, Beatriz Larrotcha, the 
Deputy Permanent Representative of 
Spain to the EU, Raúl Fuentes and 
the Counsellor with responsibility for 
Labour, Migration and Social Security 
at the Permanent Representation, 
Aurelio Fernández. Maria 
Echevarría, one of the EESC’s 
Directors of Legislative Work, hosted 
the event. The meeting served as 
a forum to discuss further work on 
ensuring that disability features on the 
policy agendas of the Member States, 
and also enabled ONCE to present its 
priorities for the Spanish Presidency 
of the European Council of the EU, 

which will start in July 2023. “The 
inclusion of people with disabilities 
must be on both the policy agendas of 
the Member States and the European 
Union,” said Mr Cabra de Luna.

The ONCE Social Group is one of the 
world’s leading social organisations 
dedicated to people with disabilities 
and also one of the largest examples 
of a social economy group, with more 
than 70.000 employees. The ONCE 
Social Group’s aim to fully include 
people with impaired vision and 
with other disabilities has become a 
unique model throughout the world, 
generating social value for all citizens. 
Its more than 80 years of experience 
and work in Spain have helped 
improve opportunities for persons 
with disabilities in Europe to be 
included and to be fully independent.

EESC President meets members of the Malta Council for Economic and 
Social Development

Benjamin RIZZO (MT)
Financial and management consultant
President, Civil Society Committee, 
Malta Council for Economic and Social 
Development (MCESD) 
Vice-President, Malta Federation of 
Professional Associations
Vice-President, European Council of 
Liberal Professions

On 29 September 2022, EESC 
president Christa Schweng was in 
Malta to meet with the social partners 
and NGOs represented on the Malta 
Council for Economic and Social 
Development (MCESD3). 

The EESC delegation was welcomed 
by the Chairman of MCESD, James 
Pearsall, to discuss effective social 

dialogue and by the Parliamentary 
Secretary for Social Dialogue, 
Dr Andrew Ellul, representing the 
Maltese government. Ms Schweng 
responded to her invitation to Malta 

https://www.once.es/grupo-social-once
https://www.once.es/grupo-social-once
https://www.cepes.es/?lng=en
https://mcesd.gov.mt/
https://www.once.es/grupo-social-once
https://www.cepes.es/?lng=en
https://mcesd.gov.mt/
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1. EESC opinion ECO/588, https://europa.eu/!QkQ7Qh
2. EESC opinion ECO/596, https://europa.
eu/!yBVDmV
3. European Commission, FAST-CARE, https://europa.
eu/!myxgkh

Christopher Borg Cardona (MCESD), Mary Gaerty (MCESD), Benjamin Rizzo (MCESD/EESC), Christa Schweng (EESC) and Catherine Camilleri 
(MCESD) © EESC

by highlighting some of the topics 
under discussion at the EESC, such as 
Ukraine, the current energy situation, 
climate change goals and cooperation 
between the EESC and national 
Economic and Social Councils.

The Maltese EESC representatives 
then introduced themselves and 

their work at the EESC. Stefano Mallia 
(Employers’ Group), Dolores 
Sammut  Bonnici (Employers’ Group) 
and Benjamin Rizzo (Civil Society 
Organisations’ Group) outlined their 
positions within the EESC. Members 
of the EESC’s Workers Group were 
not able to attend due to other 
commitments. 

An  open discussion took place 
and  MCESD members commented, 
among other things, on the timely 
Europe-wide action in times of crisis, 
closer cooperation on social dialogue, 
especially with the EESC, the need for 
the EU institutions to listen more to 
civil society and the importance of 
including civil society in national and 
EU discussions.

The meeting was attended by 36 
people, as the MCESD is restricted to 
10 Maltese member sectors, including 
four employers’ organisations, 
four union organisations and two 
civil society organisations, plus 
government. As part of the MCESD, 
the civil society committee of Malta 
attended the meeting, with five 
members. The committee is chaired by 
Benjamin Rizzo and brings together 
various NGOs representing a wide 
range of sectors.

HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE LAST PLENARY SESSION
An active role for organised civil society key to a resilient EU

At the September 
plenary session, 
the EESC held a 
debate on The 
role of organised 
civil society and 
cities in resilience 
and recovery 

in the context of asymmetric and 
unforeseen crises. The debate was 
linked to the adoption of two opinions, 
on the Ljubljana Agreement on the 
Urban Agenda of the EU (ECO/5881) 
and on Flexible Assistance to Territories 
(FAST-CARE, ECO/5962), and was 
attended by Radim Sršeň, Deputy 
Minister of Regional Development of 
the Czech Republic. EESC Members 
welcomed both initiatives, but found 
that they failed to meet expectations 
in terms of properly empowering 
and involving organised civil society. 

M e m b e r s 
considered an 
active role for 
civil society 
o r g a n i s a t i o n s 
(CSOs) to be key 
to a resilient EU.

Members of the Committee’s Civil 
Society Organisations’ Group made 
the following comments: Elena-
Alexandra Calistru, rapporteur for 
the opinion ECO/596, emphasised 
how much the new support package 
FAST-CARE3 contributed to addressing 
the challenges resulting from Russia’s 
military invasion of Ukraine. She also 
welcomed the fact that it formally 
recognised the role of local authorities 
and CSOs in such a context, by 
allocating resources for projects led 
by them. FAST-CARE states that a 
minimum of 30% of funding should be 

set aside for local 
authorities, social 
partners and 
CSOs. Ms Calistru 
considered that 
“30% might 
be too low 
for countries 

bordering Ukraine”. One of the key 
measures proposed in the Committee 
opinion for expanding the scope of 
FAST-CARE is a separate EU fund 
to be created for the reconstruction 
and development of Ukraine to 
complement the efforts made by the 
Member States.

https://europa.eu/!QkQ7Qh
https://europa.eu/!yBVDmV
https://europa.eu/!yBVDmV
https://europa.eu/!myxgkh
https://europa.eu/!myxgkh
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/thematic-partnerships-under-ljubljana-agreement
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/fast-care
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/information/publications/communications/2022/flexible-assistance-to-territories-fast-care
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/information/publications/communications/2022/flexible-assistance-to-territories-fast-care
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1. EESC opinion INT/982, https://europa.eu/!vjGCcP
2. EESC opinion INT/979, https://europa.eu/!bfN73B
3. European Commission, A European Green Deal, 
https://europa.eu/!Tr74bn
4. Council of the EU, Fit for 55, https://europa.
eu/!pJV6Tn
5. EESC opinion SOC/720, https://europa.eu/!9YgygW
6. EESC opinion INT/990, https://europa.eu/!4JqyjV
7. European Commission, European Health Union, 
https://europa.eu/!97T8vc
8. European Commission, press release, https://
europa.eu/!xqfWgt

Margaritis Schinas © EESC

Lidija Pavić-Rogošić claimed 
that cooperation between cities 
and CSOs has indeed proven to be 
the best approach for resilience 
and recovery in various crisis 
situations. Furthermore, to help 

CSOs that assist Ukrainian refugees 
become more effective, Krzysztof 
Balon suggested eliminating any 
unnecessary administrative burdens 
linked to EU funding. Last but not 
least, Andris Gobiņš stressed the 

need to support democracy, which 
could be guaranteed by ensuring a 
role for civil society. 

A video recording of the plenary 
debate is available at: https://fb.watch/
g95vMnSaC6/

EESC debate calls for support for SMEs

The second 
debate at 
the EESC’s 
S e p t e m b e r 
plenary session 
focused on SMEs 
in Europe – 

challenges and perspectives, and was 
linked to the adoption of two opinions: 
INT/9821 on Business transfers as 
promoters of sustainable recovery 
growth in the SME sector and INT/9792 
on SMEs, social economy enterprises, 
crafts and liberal professions Fit 
for 55. Three guests were invited: 
David Clarinval, Deputy Prime 
Minister and Minister for the Middle-
Classes, the Self-Employed, SMEs, 
Agriculture, Institutional Reforms 
and Democratic Renewal of Belgium, 
Isabelle Schömann, Confederal 
Secretary of the European Trade Union 
Confederation, and Véronique 
Willems, Secretary-General of 
SMEunited.    

The EESC’s president, Christa 
Schweng, stressed that support for 

SMEs is crucial in order to enable them 
to face the current geopolitical and 
socioeconomic challenges, pointing 
out that the EU owes 50% of its GDP 
and 65% of all employment to its 
SMEs. Mr Clarinval added that this 
support should be provided via a 
multilevel approach, from regions 
to international partnerships. In 
this context, for Ms Schömann, 
workers are both essential players 
and a part of the solution. Referring 
to the environmental challenges, 
she claimed that there could be no 
Green Deal3 without a social deal. Ms 
Willems emphasised the need to 
increase investment in professional 
education and upskilling, to make the 
SME test more effective, and to ease 
the regulatory burden on SMEs. 

During the debate, several members 
of the Civil Society Organisations’ 
Group took the floor. Rudolf Kolbe, 
co-rapporteur for opinion INT/979, 
stressed the urgent need to address 
climate change and highlighted the 
role of the liberal professions in this 

context. He said 
that “being ‘Fit 
fir 55’4 depends 
on excellent 
p r o f e s s i o n a l 
solutions and we 
need to ensure 

their availability.” João Nabais 
spoke about relocating SMEs to rural 
regions and the poorest regions. 
This would require a new financing 
effort, the creation of a favourable 
tax environment, and efforts to 
encourage small investors and young 
entrepreneurs to purchase small 
businesses that can be relocated. 
Finally, Louise Grabo referred to the 
problems caused by increasing energy 
prices. She suggested supporting 
SMEs in that context, especially start-

ups, because 
the EU needed 
businesses which 
dared to invest 
and grow.

Strong and resilient health and care systems must be focused on people, 
their rights and their needs 

The second day 
of the EESC’s 
S e p t e m b e r 
plenary started 
with a debate 
on Achieving 
e f f i c i e n t , 

accessible and fit-for-future health 
and care policies in the EU. The 
debate was linked to the adoption 
of two opinions, SOC/7205 on Health 
Workforce and Care Strategy for the 
future of Europe and INT/9906 on 

Health Data Space. The debate took 
place in the presence of Margaritis 
Schinas, Vice-President of the 
European Commission in charge of 
Promoting our European Way of Life.

EESC Members reiterated their 
unwavering support for a European 
Health Union7. They urged the 
Commission to be ambitious in 
implementing the new European care 
strategy8.

The EESC’s president, Christa 
Schweng said that the pandemic and 
the war in Ukraine had clearly shown 
the need for the EU to act with solidarity 

https://europa.eu/!bfN73B
https://europa.eu/!Tr74bn
https://europa.eu/!pJV6Tn
https://europa.eu/!pJV6Tn
https://europa.eu/!9YgygW
https://europa.eu/!4JqyjV
https://europa.eu/!97T8vc
https://europa.eu/!xqfWgt
https://europa.eu/!xqfWgt
https://fb.watch/g95vMnSaC6/
https://fb.watch/g95vMnSaC6/
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/business-transfers-promoters-sustainable-recovery-growth-sme-sector
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/smes-social-economy-enterprises-crafts-and-liberal-professions-fit-55
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/green-deal/fit-for-55-the-eu-plan-for-a-green-transition/#:~:text=The%20Fit%20for%2055%20package%20includes%20a%20proposal,energy%20mix%20to%20at%20least%2040%25%20by%202030
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/green-deal/fit-for-55-the-eu-plan-for-a-green-transition/#:~:text=The%20Fit%20for%2055%20package%20includes%20a%20proposal,energy%20mix%20to%20at%20least%2040%25%20by%202030
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/health-workforce-and-care-strategy-future-europe
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/european-health-data-space
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/promoting-our-european-way-life/european-health-union_en#:~:text=The%20European%20Commission%20is%20building%20a%20strong%20European,such%20as%20cancer.%20The%20European%20Health%20Union%20will
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/promoting-our-european-way-life/european-health-union_en#:~:text=The%20European%20Commission%20is%20building%20a%20strong%20European,such%20as%20cancer.%20The%20European%20Health%20Union%20will
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_22_5169
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_22_5169
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2. International Labour Ogranization
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and with greater coordination at 
the EU level, emphasising the EESC’s 
support for all EU initiatives geared 
towards creating a European Health 
Union and increasing the EU’s 
resilience and preparedness for any 
future threats. Mr Schinas explained 
that the European Commission was 
determined to show that health was 
not just a policy, stating that “it is who 
we are; this is a part of the model of 
open society we stand for, of our 
European way of life”. He went on to 
say that, “As Europeans, we may have 
many differences, but we agree that 
we must have efficient, universal, 
effective and free healthcare and 
education for all.”

Several Members of the Civil Society 
Organisations’ Group participated in 
the debate. Danko Relić, rapporteur 
for opinion SOC/720, stressed that 

building and 
d e v e l o p i n g 
strong and 
resilient health 
and care systems 
required an 
e d u c a t e d , 

skilled and motivated workforce. 
These health and care systems 
should be focused on people, 
their rights and their needs, and 
should involve them in all relevant 
discussions, consultations and 
decisions.

The group president, Séamus 
Boland, stressed the need to 
establish a European care guarantee. 
Efficient and sustainable health and 
care systems would only be possible 
by working in partnership with key 
civil society stakeholders. Ileana 
Izverniceanu stressed the need 

for patients to 
receive medical 
a t t e n t i o n 
punctually, while 
Krzysztof Balon 
e m p h a s i s e d 
the importance 

of making health and care services 
universally affordable. Pietro Vittorio 
Barbieri said it was necessary 
to improve the quality of life for 
beneficiaries of health and social 
services, but also for family members 
who were forced into providing care. 
Ágnes Cser said that Member States’ 
responsibilities for citizens needed to 
take priority over economic interests.

A video recording of the plenary 
debate is available at: https://fb.watch/
g95AynrF_p/ 

Decent work for all

The last debate of the EESC September 
plenary session concerned Decent 
Work worldwide. In the debate, 
which preceded the adoption of the 
SOC/7271 opinion of the same name, 
the assembly also heard from Heinz 
Werner Koller Regional Director of 
the ILO Regional Office for Europe and 
Central Asia.

As introduced by EESC president 
Christa Schweng, the reflection on 
decent work is both a way to give a 
voice to workers and a responsibility 
for companies, which must result in a 
social agreement. However, as pointed 
out by Mr Koller, decent work is not 
often the reality. In fact, achieving 
decent work remains a worldwide 
challenge. To change course, it is 
therefore necessary to strengthen 
international partnerships, which 
should involve the ILO2. 

Several Members of the EESC’s Civil 
Society Organisations’ Group took part 
in the debate. Ionuț Sibian focused 
on the need to consolidate the role of 
the EU as a socially responsible world 

leader. Dovilė 
J u o d k a i t ė 
emphasised the 
importance of a 
comprehensive 
approach to 
achieve an 

inclusive labour market, with particular 
regard to persons with disabilities. 

According to 
Pietro Barbieri, 
the EU must be 
a driving force 
for promoting 
human rights. 
The slavery of 

children and women must end and 
people with disabilities, minority 
groups and migrants must have equal 
rights. Finally, Jan Andersson called 
on all EU countries and the rest of the 
world to sign the ILO conventions. 

https://europa.eu/!6pWFw7
https://europa.eu/!6pWFw7
https://fb.watch/g95AynrF_p/
https://fb.watch/g95AynrF_p/
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/decent-work-worldwide
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1. EESC opinion SOC/720, https://europa.eu/!9YgygW 
2. EESC evaluation report ECO/577, https://europa.
eu/!B6jw4X  
3. EESC opinion ECO/596, https://europa.eu/!yBVDmV
4. EESC opinion REX/550, https://europa.eu/!vxNtwQ
5. EESC opinion ECO/583, https://europa.eu/!9jDwP4
6. EESC opinion SOC/717, https://europa.eu/!cJdvFQ
7. EESC opinion NAT/859, https://europa.eu/!k4jw6T
8. EESC opinion SOC/728, https://europa.eu/!bqQvMQ
9. EESC opinion TEN/772, https://europa.eu/!QYNBgR
10. EESC opinion ECO/591, https://europa.eu/!pRxy4G
11. EESC opinion TEN/782, https://europa.eu/!J8rD3c
12. EESC opinion TEN/771, https://europa.eu/!WdNDCH
13. EESC opinion CCMI/200, https://europa.eu/!gq7BH3
14. EESC opinion INT/979, https://europa.eu/!bfN73B
15. EESC opinions, https://europa.eu/!wF86wY
16. EESC plenary sessions, https://europa.eu/!Dg84qG
17. EESC, New work appointments, https://europa.
eu/!f8bK3q

OVERVIEW OF RECENT WORK
The last EESC plenary session took place on 21 and 22 September. The EESC plenary adopted 27 opinions and 1 evaluation 
report, 14 of which were drafted by Members of the Civil Society Organisations’ Group. A list of the recent work can be 
found below.

Danko RELIĆ (HR), rapporteur, SOC/7201 Health Workforce and Care Strategy for the future of Europe

Elena-Alexandra CALISTRU (RO), co-rapporteur, ECO/5772 Evaluation of European Fund for Strategic Investment 2.0

Elena-Alexandra CALISTRU (RO), rapporteur, ECO/5963 FAST-CARE

Ioannis VARDAKASTANIS (EL), co-rapporteur, REX/5504 Geopolitical impact of energy transition

Ioannis VARDAKASTANIS (EL), rapporteur, ECO/5835 Climate Adjustment Fund financed by Cohesion and 
NextGenerationEu (NGEU)

Ioannis VARDAKASTANIS (EL), rapporteur, SOC/7176 Tackling energy poverty and the EU’s resilience: challenges from 
an economic and social perspective

John COMER (IE), rapporteur, NAT/8597 The energy and digital transition in rural areas

Katrĩna LEITĀNE (LV), rapporteur, SOC/7288 The EU Youth Test

Krzysztof Stanislaw BALON (PL), rapporteur, TEN/7729 Co-creation of services of general interest as a contribution to a 
more participative democracy in the EU

Louise GRABO (SE), co-rapporteur, ECO/59110 Crypto Assets – Challenges and opportunities

Lutz RIBBE (DE), rapporteur, TEN/78211 Plan REPowerEU

Lutz RIBBE (DE), co-rapporteur, TEN/77112 Public investment in energy infrastructure as part of the solution to climate 
issues

Maurizio MENSI (IT), rapporteur-general, CCMI/20013 Defence reinforcement through procurement

Rudolf KOLBE (AT), co-rapporteur, INT/97914 SMEs, social economy enterprises, crafts and liberal professions Fit for 55

The complete texts of all EESC opinions are available in various language versions 
on the Committee’s website15.

The next EESC plenary session will take place on 14 and 15 December 2022. For 
more information on the upcoming plenary session please visit our website16.

A list including all new work appointments of Civil Society Organisations’ Group 
Members is available on the Committee’s website17.

UPCOMING EVENTS
09/11/2022 – Meeting of the EESC’s Social Economy Category

05/12/2022 – Meeting of the EESC’s Farmers’ Category

05/12/2022 – Meeting of the EESC’s Liberal Professions’ Category

https://europa.eu/!9YgygW
https://europa.eu/!B6jw4X
https://europa.eu/!B6jw4X
https://europa.eu/!yBVDmV
https://europa.eu/!vxNtwQ
https://europa.eu/!9jDwP4
https://europa.eu/!cJdvFQ
https://europa.eu/!k4jw6T
https://europa.eu/!bqQvMQ
https://europa.eu/!QYNBgR
https://europa.eu/!pRxy4G
https://europa.eu/!J8rD3c
https://europa.eu/!WdNDCH
https://europa.eu/!gq7BH3
https://europa.eu/!bfN73B
https://europa.eu/!wF86wY
https://europa.eu/!Dg84qG
https://europa.eu/!f8bK3q
https://europa.eu/!f8bK3q
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/health-workforce-and-care-strategy-future-europe
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/information-reports/evaluation-european-fund-strategic-investment-20
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/fast-care
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/geopolitical-impact-energy-transition
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/climate-adjustment-fund-financed-cohesion-and-ngeu
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/tackling-energy-poverty-and-eus-resilience-challenges-economic-and-social-perspective
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/energy-and-digital-transition-rural-areas
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/eu-youth-test
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/co-creation-services-general-interest-contribution-more-participative-democracy-eu
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/crypto-assets-challenges-and-opportunities
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/repowereu-plan
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/public-investment-energy-infrastructure-part-solution-climate-issues
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/european-defence-industry-reinforcement-through-common-procurement-act
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/smes-social-economy-enterprises-crafts-and-liberal-professions-fit-55
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/plenary-sessions
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/files/new_works_-_september_2022.pdf
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